Abstract.
Introduction 1
In a paper on silencing Australian Aboriginal witnesses in court, Eades (2000:167) Long periods of 'comfortable' silence are also described in Walsh (1991:2) where he presents a number of scenarios that are indicative of his account of conversational style of Aboriginal people in remote communities. In one scenario a group of men sit on the beach facing the sea with long periods of silence broken by occasional observational comments such as 'Tide's coming in'. In another scenario a group of adults and children are around a campfire. The children talk over the top of the adults but as in the first scenario, "The adults talk from time to time but for the most part are silent." (Walsh, 1991:2) . 1 We are enormously grateful to the Garrwa people who have shared their language with us, especially those women whose talk is represented here. We would also like to thank the audience of the 2007 Australian Linguistics Society Conference in Adelaide, and especially Diana Eades, for feedback on the earlier version of this paper presented there. The two anonymous reviewers have also provided valuable food for thought. Any remaining errors are our own.
individual's turn as a 'pause'. Here it has been shown that such 'pauses' within turns typically occur with explicit place-holding behaviour (eg. grammatically incomplete utterances and prosody, or an um), which indicates that the current speaker has not completed their turn.
Silences may also occur in the space between turns (i.e. when one participant has reached a point of completion of their turn). In some of these cases, the silence may reflect a hitch or slow down in the timing of turn transition, while in other cases, it may reflect a reluctance for a participant to take the floor. As such gaps extend in length, they may result in conversational 'lapses', where participants disengage, perhaps attending to other activities, and there may be a tendency for topic shift when the conversation is taken up again (Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974) .
As 'normal' practice in conversation prefers no gap or overlap, silences which extend in time past the transition space are often treated as flagging something unusual or troublesome about the interaction. For example gaps can be seen as indications that a response is 'dispreferred' and/or repairable (Pomerantz, 1984; Schegloff, 2006b) . Other kinds of trouble may be related to pauses during word searches (Goodwin & Goodwin, 1986; Hayashi, 2003) . However, as the cross-cultural research cited above indicates, silences need not signal trouble in the interaction and indeed may be appropriate communication in different cultural contexts.
Furthermore, as the quote from Eades (2000) in the first paragraph of this paper claims, longer gaps need not result in lapses in conversation.
because of the institutional setting). These institutional and culturally sanctioned silences have also been the subject of much ethnographic study (eg. Agyekum, 2002; Nakane, 2007) These features were contrasted with what Walsh called Anglo White Middle-Class (AWMC) conversational style: 'Dyadic', where talk is directed at specific others in discrete and welltimed moments; and 'non-continuous', where turns were seen as discrete units which had clear start and finishing cues. This characterisation of Anglo-Australian conversation style implies that longer silences will be less tolerated as directed talk favours immediate responsiveness. It is consistent with the general preference for gap minimization described above for Anglo-American conversation.
Other characterisations of Australian Aboriginal conversation style are consistent with Walsh's description. For example, Liberman (1985:73) makes similar observations about non-dyadic organization of talk in a Western Desert community (a group quite culturally distinct from the Wadeye community of Northern Australia that Walsh refers to), 'A speaker addresses his comments to everyone, and anyone may take up the account in a cumulative manner. Turn-taking in Aboriginal community discourse is serial rather than based upon a structure of 'you-me' pairings.' This characterisation describes a system of turn-taking that is less chaotic or random than the that described by Walsh, but it nonetheless implies that speakers have no obligations to start or stop talking with a minimization of gaps in turn-by-turn patterns. 10 10 There are other studies of indigenous interaction that have focused on other aspects of conversational practice. For example, Eades' (1982) focused on different strategies for asking for information using Aboriginal English, while Garde (2003) has focused on patterns of reference and the social deictic system in Bininj Gun-Wok Both Walsh and Liberman are careful to acknowledge that Indigenous people do at times direct their talk at particular people, and engage in turn-by-turn talk. However they both also stress the normality of this continuous and non-dyadic style in community interactions, especially in contexts where there is no particular institutional activity, or communication with Anglo-Australian people.
11 One of the aims of the study reported here is to empirically investigate such non-institutional intra-cultural talk to determine the extent to which the conversational silences found in this talk is indicative of a particular Aboriginal conversational style as Walsh and Liberman have described.
What are the implications of this characterization of interaction for how silence is treated in conversation? One possibility would be that since talk is 'undirected', if no one chooses to talk, then this is not considered problematic. An extension of this would be that even if someone were selected as next speaker (e.g. if they were asked a question or requested to say or do something), then there would little pressure to respond. The lack of pressure to respond may result in a longer 'standard maximum' for silences, such as Scollon & Scollon (1981) claim for Athabaskan. However, these are just possibilities. The literature cited in this section does not dwell on conversational silences and does not provide an account of their length or distribution. Our aim here is to present such a study. In the next section we describe the relevant ethnographic and linguistic features of our data. In section 5 we consider the evidence for a 'standard maximum' silence that provides a metric in conversation for what counts as a tolerable length of time between instances of talk. In section 6 we analyze the contexts in which longer silences occur in our data, and in section 7 we return to a 11 Throughout his book, Liberman (1985) claims to be documenting everyday discourse, although most of the data he discusses seems to involve larger group discussions of community importance. His particular interest in examining the discourse is in how consensus in group decision-making is achieved, rather than how the general flow of ordinary talk unfolds.
consideration of the implications of our findings for the characterization of Aboriginal conversation as non-dyadic and continuous, and for cross-cultural communication more generally.
Our data
The data used for this study were recorded during a field trip in 2003 to the remote who use Garrwa as a language of ordinary interaction. In the conversations used for this study, all of which are minimally based around interactions involving Garrwa women aged 60 or older, the language shifts between Garrwa, English and Kriol.
Our data consist of five conversations. Four of these conversations were audio-recorded in Borroloola between two elderly Garrwa women, 'Tina' and 'Ellen' 12 12 To preserve anonymity, the only the names of the participants and persons referred to in the conversations have been changed.
. These recordings took place on the veranda of a cabin where the authors were residing either before work started in the morning, or in tea breaks during the day. At such times, the first author would leave the recording equipment running while she absented herself from the interaction. There are times when the first author is present (eg. to offer drinks) but the women are mostly engaged in talking with each other. From their position they can see the road, and in one of the conversations they call over a passer-by to talk at a wire fence separating the cabin from the road. We measured and classified silence lengths to replicate the silence lengths considered in Jefferson (1989) , and in section 5 we directly compare our results with hers to consider to what extent we can identify a 'standard maximum' silence in our data. Silences of 0.2 seconds or more were measured and transcribed in this data, according to CA Jeffersonian transcription conventions (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984) . We discuss such longer gaps in our video recorded data in section 6, where we have visual access to what the participants are engaged in besides talk. In the next section we consider the idea suggested in Jefferson (1989) that for Anglo speakers, a one second silence is about the limit of tolerance, but that this may be subject to variation.
Is there a 'standard maximum' silence in Garrwa conversation?
Jefferson (1989) explicitly recognised the enormous objective variability in the lengths of silences in any given conversation. Her study particularly focussed on the length of silent time it takes before "… some next action ought to happen 'now'" (p170). That is, before the more apparent when one compares the numbers one second silences to those in the next 'bracket' of silence that Jefferson measured (1.3-1.8 secs), ranging from 2:1 to 10:1.
Insert Table 1 here
If we compare Jefferson's results with our own data, we find a very different story. This is presented in table 2 below. Here we find for both the total and for the individual recordings, that silences of more than a second are more frequent (and sometimes far more frequent) than silences of about a second (0.9-1.2 secs). The ratios range from about 1:2 to 1:5.4.
Furthermore if we look at silences of about a second compared with silences of about 1.5 seconds (i.e. 1.3-1.8 secs), we find in general a fairly even distribution (overall the ratio is about 1:1 with one recording at 1:2).
Insert Table 2 here
One striking difference from Jefferson's results is that silences of about a second and silences of about 1.5 seconds occur in approximately equal numbers (in Jefferson's data the 1 second silences were far more frequent). What this suggests is that unlike Jefferson's findings that indicated something special about the one second interval compared with other intervals, for our data, there appears to be little relevance attached to one second intervals in comparison with others. Speakers seem equally 'tolerant' of one second as they are of 1.5 seconds. In fact, the relative frequency of silences longer than 1.8 seconds in our data (cf. Jefferson's data), which is less than for silences of about 1 or 1.5 seconds, but nonetheless robust in overall numbers, suggests the lack of a 'standard maximum' at all, since no particular interval of a second or greater stands out. One context in which it does appear that speakers attend to the length of time between turns is when someone is selected as the next speaker (e.g. they are asked a question, or requested or offered something). We find in these contexts that responses mostly come within 1.5 seconds, illustrated in the examples of question-answer pairs below. In (3) the gap is less than a second while in (4) and (5) Whether the responses are preferred or not, the sequences in which responses are required rarely result in silences of longer than 1.5 seconds. In contrast, when the floor is open to any speaker (i.e. when no speaker has been selected), the lengths of silences between turns are far more spread, and include more longer periods of silence. Note that these examples do not fit with Walsh's characterisation of 'non-dyadic' talk. Here a response is both elicited and given.
Where there is a gap between question and answer (or other pairing of action that involves speaker selection), it rarely surpasses 1.5 seconds. 13 Around this length of time it appears that the talk may or may not be treated as problematic. They indicate a pattern of turn-taking which may indeed allow for a longer period of silence than Anglo-Australians are comfortable with, but it is silence which seems to have an upper limit.
Aside from these cases in which a response is expected, there does not appear to be a particular interval of silence corresponding with a particular tolerance limit in our data. We do however find a far greater frequency of silences longer than about a second than Jefferson found in her data. This supports the Eades' (2000:167) quotation in the opening paragraph characterising Australian Aboriginal people as comfortable with lengthy silences -lengthy by Anglo standards. It is unclear from this work how long the notion of 'lengthy' is in the context she examines. As she makes reference to lapse-like behaviour, we extrapolate that her focus is on silences of several seconds (i.e. long enough to constitute lapses in Anglo talk), rather than 1.5 seconds. In our data we find that in most cases, silences of above 1.5 seconds do not result in lapses, even up to 13 seconds! 14 In the next section we demonstrate how such silences are used in our data, and how they appear to be treated as ordinary by participants.
6. Accounting for longer silences. 13 We have only two examples in the date set where a selected speaker takes longer than 1.6 seconds to respond. In the first, the selected speaker was engaged in a side activity of drinking (a speech disabler), and takes 5.5 seconds before responding. In the other, the selected speaker never responds to a question and the sequence is never closed. 14 Our longest silence is in the audio-only recorded Borroloola data and runs to 41.5 seconds. The first author returns to offer water to Tina and Ellen. There are sounds of moving recording equipment around (probably the first author), and the rustling of a tarpaulin. The silence is broken by Tina calling out to a passer-by, which suggests that the women were looking out at the street scene during this time. This is a clear case of a lapse.
In this section we examine some sequences which incorporate longer silences (i.e. of about 1.5 or greater). Our aim here is to demonstrate that such long silences appear 'ordinary' in the talk we have examined. The extracts we report on here are all from the Porch conversation as this was videotaped. We note however that such patterns of longer silences are also found in the audio recorded data from Borroloola we have transcribed. The extracts presented here all come from parts of the recording when only the three women were present. 
Longer silences in storytelling and related sequences
One context in which we find numbers of longer gaps is during storytelling, where one speaker has an extensive turn consisting of many units of talk. These multi-unit turns may or may not be explicitly negotiated among the participants. In Anglo conversation, even when a multi-unit turn has been granted to a participant (such as with a pre-story sequence that is accepted by the other participants (Schegloff 2006b)), incipient gaps between turns may be filled with minimal responses and assessments. These turns tend not to detract speakers from storytelling, and also tend not to result in significant speaker change (eg. Jefferson, 1978; Goodwin, 1984) .
Our data include a considerable amount of storytelling and related activities (such as reminiscing, or providing extended answers to questions) involving multi-unit, or extended, turns. We observe that such sequences contain numerous longer gaps. While these make up only a small proportion of the total gaps of more than 1.3 seconds in this data, they suggest that in multi unit turn sequences, there is a tendency towards longer silences. This is illustrated in (7) below.
(7) Porch:2.9:1017 with lemonade. This activity may contribute to her lack of talk contribution in this period but there is nothing in this that would disable speech. Hilda does not appear to be doing anything other than sitting. She is looking at Kate (the storyteller) for part of this extract. In the gap in line 1025, Hilda looks down and starts fiddling with some small objects on her lap, but looks up again at Kate when she starts speaking again at 1026. Kate begins this extract looking at Daphne (who had been the last speaker). By 1023 she has moved her gaze from Daphne to be looking front-on at no one in particular (she may be watching Daphne pour her drink, but it is unclear exactly where her gaze is placed at this point). During her utterance in 1030 she turns to look at Hilda, which may account for her taking a turn in 1032 when she asks for more clarification on the identity of 'Stagie boy'.
The absence of attempts to 'fill' these gaps is striking. As a non-Aboriginal one might, for example, expect indications of recipiency from the other participants, such as response tokens, assessments or non-verbal gestures. As these women were children together, this particular reminiscence of Kate relates to experiences that all the women have shared, yet there is no rush to co-remember or contradict, or assess. While this lack of gap-filling seems striking, when another participant does enter the conversation, as Hilda does in line 1032, this also is treated as unproblematic. In 1034, Kate clarifies the identity of 'Stagie boy' as the one who died in Western Australia, and this is acknowledged (without gap) by Hilda in 1037. In 1040, following a 2.2 second gap, Kate resumes her reminiscence. What this suggests is that
there while there appears to be little pressure to signal recipiency (either verbally or visually),
neither is there a problem should someone else take a turn.
Longer silences in turn-by-turn talk
The contexts of storytelling and related activities are ones in which by nature of the activity, one speaker has gained continuing rights to the floor. The long gaps we see in examples like (7) may be non-problematic in these contexts because there is no immediate competition for the floor. However we also see such long silences when there is ongoing speaker change, as in (8) 
Barriwa

Finish/Anyway
The extract in (8) shows that even when participants are engaged in turn by turn talk, they still tolerate silences of well over a second. The extract begins with Kate announcing that she is 'hot in the guts' = angry. After 1.3 seconds, in 848, Daphne aligns with Kate's complaint.
Note that Daphne's turn is a preferred response to Kate's complaint, and as such, according to work on preference organization (Pomerantz, 1984; Schegloff, 2006b) , should come quickly.
15
15 In contrast, dispreferred responses are often delayed. (Levinson, 1983; Goodwin, 1986) . This is followed by a gap of 2.3 seconds, during which Daphne drinks from a bottle, but Kate and Hilda do not seem to be involved in any activity other than fiddling with small objects in front of them throughout this extract. Kate breaks the silence with an increment to her earlier turn by starting to explain who she is angry with (the kids). Daphne's aligning turn in 848 does not elicit this response (that is, there is no indication in this turn that Daphne is requesting more information). After another gap of 2.2 seconds, Daphne announces that they (the kids) have left, and pauses for 0.3 seconds, before continuing her turn with an increment to say where they've gone. After an extremely lengthy gap of 4.5 seconds, Hilda acknowledges with a falling Mm hm. During this time, Kate is fiddling with something in her fingers without looking at it and turns to Daphne just before the Mh hm.
Daphne is screwing on the bottle top and sets in on the ground just before her own turn in 858. Hilda is stroking a coolamon and turns it over just after the Mh hm. None of the women appear therefore to be engaged in an activity that is particularly timed to coincide with the duration of the silence, nor are they activities which necessitate detraction from taking a speaking turn.
For an Anglo-Australian, the acknowledging response in 856 seems to occur so late as to lack
relevance, yet here it is treated as unproblematic. The falling terminal intonation contour suggests perhaps that this Mh hm is proffered as a sequence closing device, rather than as a continuer (Gardner, 2001 ). This is supported by Daphne's overt termination of the sequence in the very next turn with barriwa, a form which is conventionally used to finish a sequence. 16 This extract is thus a nice example of the ordinariness of long silences in this interaction.
Silence during 'Activity-occupied withdrawal'
Recall that Jefferson (1989) accounted for some of the longer silences in her American data as being a result of participants disengaging from talk to attend to other activities, such as writing down an address, and Goodwin (1981:105) similarly discusses an example of a participant disengaging from talk while getting ready to inhale on a cigarette. In the extracts examined so far, it has been argued the participants are not engaged in activities which appear aligned with the silences, and so the silences cannot be accounted for by the activities alone. That is, while participants may be engaged in various non-verbal behaviours (eg.
fidgeting with objects, rubbing their faces, scratching), these are not speech disabling in themselves. Furthermore they are not coordinated with the gaps in conversation and they may start well before the gap and continue well after the gap. For example, while it can be argued that Daphne's preoccupation with pouring lemonade into a cup in extract (7), and her 16 Barriwa is also the conventional Garrwa form for leave-taking.
drinking from the lemonade bottle in extract (8), means that she has temporarily absented herself from the floor, this does not account for Kate and Hilda not taking the floor during these longer silences.
Our data does however have some instances where the silences can be explained by coordinated activities that can account for the resulting gaps in conversation. This is shown in (9).
(9) Porch:785 17 Anglo-Australian conversation data collected and transcribed by the second author supports the view that such longer silences, while they occur, do not occur as frequently as we found in this Aboriginal data. (Gardner, 2001) Furthermore, it is also clear that the occurrence of such longer silences does not correlate with either interactional problems, nor word searches (although they may account for certain silences in particular contexts). This result supports the claims that Australian
Aboriginal people do indeed tolerate long periods of silence, and treat such silences as ordinary. While we cannot predict which turns will be followed by silences of a particular length, we can demonstrate that it seems that regardless of the length of the silence (which in our data can be as long as 13 seconds), talk may progress with no orientation to the gap and without the gap turning into a conversational lapse. We suggest that this is what is meant by 'comfortable silence'.
Our data also shows that while we find, contra Jefferson (1989) , little evidence for a standard maximum silence of a second, we do find that when a participant is selected to talk next, silences of more than about 1.5 seconds are indeed an indication of trouble. Whether this corresponds to a metric similar to the 1.5 second inter-turn gaps identified by Scollon & Scollon (1981) for Athabaskan, remains to be seen. 18 This distribution of longer silences in cases of next speaker selection does suggest that even though selected speakers may be provided with a longer space in which to take their turn, this space is generally shorter than when no speaker has been selected.
When no speaker has been selected, there is a gradual decrease in the numbers of silences, the longer they become, with silences of more than 2.5 seconds occurring the least frequently and silences of more than 5 seconds occurring quite rarely. Such longer silences also occur in all of the contexts we have examined, except in multi-party situations where the conversation schisms so that gaps in these conversations are less apparent. The point at which a silence ends by someone taking the floor (whether it be the prior speaker talking or someone else),
does not seem to be driven by an underlying 'pulse' of conversational pace.
Our findings suggest that claims made in the intercultural communication literature that imbalances in contributions between participants from different cultures, such that the member of the 'Western' or 'Anglo' culture dominates the turns and the member of the other culture remains reticent, may result from the application of different metrics for turn-taking (eg. Scollon & Scollon (1981) for Athabaskan, but see also Nakane (2005; 2007) for Japanese students in Australian university classrooms). Our data suggests that while there may indeed be culturally based differences between Anglo and Aboriginal Australians in how longer silences are oriented to and negotiated in interaction, these are not linked to a particular interval of time.
It should also be pointed out that in many instances the people we have recorded take turns in conversation with no gap, with overlapped transitions or with gaps of less than a second.
Indeed gaps of less than a second constitute more than half of the measured silences in our data. The fact that many turn transitions occur within or just after the normal transition space is an indication that the Aboriginal people we have recorded can orient to the timing of turns in much the same way as anyone else.
19
The main point of differentiation we find between our data and what has been described for Anglo cultures is the relatively high frequency of silences of more than a second that do not correlate either with trouble in the interaction, nor with a coordinated activity which precludes or interrupts the flow of talk. The distribution of these gaps may indeed contribute 19 A detailed analysis of overall turn-taking behaviour is the subject of another paper (Gardner & Mushin, in prep) . In that paper we show that speaker allocation in these Garrwa conversations operates in the same way as was described in Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson (1974) (SSJ). Sometimes current speaker selects next speaker, and then the next speaker is obliged to speak, albeit with more regular delay than is generally found, for example, in Anglo talk. Nevertheless, the next speaker usually talks within 1.5 seconds. If current speaker does not select next speaker, then we find, just as for SSJ, that any other speaker can selfselect. If they don't (within the transition relevance place), then current speaker can continue. Also turns are produced with TCUs, and transitions become relevant at any possible end of a TCU, just as in SSJ, only more regularly the uptake of the next turn is delayed. One possible shared feature here is the intimacy of participants. Participants in the conversations we have recorded were not just close friends and relatives, but also people who have known each other their whole lives and who have lived in a fairly small communal society. There is thus a great deal of familiarity and shared experience. In such contexts, constant talk may not be necessary to maintain sociability (cf. Tannen, 1984; 1985) . If tolerance for longer silences is related to the intimacy and shared experiences of participants, this suggests that this aspect of conversational style might be a feature of any community that shares these features of intimacy, Aboriginal or not. This raises the question of whether tolerance for longer silences is a reflection of Aboriginal culture per se, or whether it is an adaptation of universal principles of interaction to a particular social contingency (Schegloff, 2006a; Levinson, 2006) . If it is the former, then it remains to be explained why this aspect conversational style is so widespread across different kinds of Aboriginal communities, representing a range of cultural heritages and experiences of colonisation. The extent to which it is an adaptation of human social behaviour is best explored through an extensive comparative study of silences in a range of communities and a range of contexts. This is the subject of future research.
As a final point, it should be noted that the analysis presented here does not account for the use of longer silences in intercultural communication settings of the kind examined by Eades (2000; 2007) . The results from our small corpus of intracultural non-institutional Aboriginal talk shows that when selected as a next speaker participants do take their turns in a timely manner, albeit slightly longer than has been observed in non-Aboriginal talk. This result would support the idea that inter-turn silences longer than about 1.5 seconds, in particular when a next speaker has not been selected, are normative practice for Aboriginal people, and this may account for some of the communication problems faced in intercultural settings, such as courtrooms and classrooms.
Appendix: Transcription conventions and abbreviations
Our transcription maximally consists of four lines. The first line uses CA conventions for coding prosody, timing and overall phonetic shape (Schegloff 2006: 265) . This is followed by a line which 'spells out' the lexical forms of Garrwa words, followed by a gloss line for 
